THE   CHRISTIAN   HERITAGE
literature but books on mathematics, history, and agriculture. In this connection the pioneer work of Dr. Thomas Bray and his "associates" in Maryland and Virginia is memorable. In New England the custom of printing sermons contributed to "public instruction and enlightenment. The sermon dealt not only with matters of faith and morals. The funeral sermon retailed and interpreted news of shipwrecks and other calamities. The ordination sermon was weighted with theological learning, and the election day sermon aimed to advance political understanding and, of course, to influence political action. Finally, the stimulus the weekly sermon provided for household discussion enlarged the mental horizons of many plain people who thus found an intellectual interest in Christianity as well as comfort, support, and social outlet.
The Sources of Christian Truth
No function of the trained clergy was regarded as of equal importance with the exposition of God's Word, for in the last analysis each branch of Christianity fell back on revelation as the only sure path to knowledge and truth. God had spoken and His Word, contained in the Bible, was holy, absolute, and final.
The profound differences in doctrine, worship, and church government that separated the various branches of Christendom were overshadowed by the importance every Christian group attached to the Bible, the Book of Books. Catholics and Anglicans put less emphasis on individual Bible reading than other Christians, but the Bible was their final authority on matters of doctrine and the ultimate source of God's revelation. As such it occupied an indispensable place in church services. The early Puritan prejudice against reading the Scriptures in church services because it smacked of Catholic and Anglican liturgy had begun to disappear before the end of the seventeenth century. The Bible was to be found in almost every Calvinist household that possessed any books at all, and it was read not only once but over and over again. The obligation to read it was the chief reason for universal elementary education in communities dominated by Calvinism. Children sometimes learned their first letters from its pages; and even when they got their start in a catechism, a book of piety, or the highly Biblical New England Primer, they were soon graduated to the Testaments. The Bible constituted the chief reading matter